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a b s t rac t
The massive migration of Arabs from Ottoman-controlled lands in Greater 
Syria during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, affected both 
the demographic and social landscapes of the places of origin of these im-
migrants, as well as the formation of pluricultural societies in the Americas. 
This crucial migratory experience in the history of the modern Middle East, 
occurring roughly between 1860 and 1914, was motivated by dire political and 
economic circumstances in the Levant, and by the clash of foreign, inter and 
intracommunal interests. Migrants were also lured by the ideas of freedom 
put forward by the Arabic renaissance, or Nahḍa. Once in the Americas, im-
migrants struggled to negotiate their identities, to create means for their eco-
nomic survival, and to conceive channels for reminiscing their lost homelands 
(Syria, Lebanon and Palestine) especially through literature.
Prominent writers such as Khalil Gibran emerged and literary unions 
in the mahjar, or the place of emigration, were created, namely in New York 
and São Paulo in the early twentieth century. Nevertheless, Colombian-born, 
Arab-descent writers and cultural outlets only surfaced by the second half of 
the twentieth century. By exploring two case studies from the late literature 
of the Colombian mahjar -the poetry of Meira Delmar and the Unión maga-
zine published by the Arab Youth Centre- this study sheds new perspectives 
on the Arab diaspora in Colombia, the ways in which they served as cultural 
mediators, and how they related to their homelands and host societies.
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i n t roduc t i on
Migrations not only suppose the movement of people but also of ideas. The 
circulation of different viewpoints across borders, the encounter with the 
‘Other’ and colonial encounter, and prominently the resulting cultural dialogue 
between civilizations, have the potential to influence the historical dynamics 
of both homelands and host societies. The history and stories about the Arabs 
in Colombia have been usually narrated and constructed through rich histo-
riographical perspectives that although valuable, have simultaneously failed 
* This chapter is partly based on the authors master’s thesis Beyond Macondo: An approach to 
Colombian Arab identity through the literature of the mahjar. For more details, refer to Yidi, 2018.
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to explore this diaspora through their own writings. Therefore, reading the 
works of Colombian Arab authors and the material published by their associa-
tions, allows us to reconstruct their collective memories and experiences in the 
mahjar, or place of emigration. It also provides a significant insight into their 
transnational connections, and into their roles as cultural translators seeking 
to reconcile their dual identities, Eastern and Western.
These writings also serve as privileged vehicles to understanding the social, 
cultural, and political configurations and transformations of the modern Middle 
East and simultaneously of the Americas. Also, and in line with this book’s 
main hypotheses, the narratives and the literature of the mahjar undoubtedly 
serve to inform on how the general migratory experience from the Levant 
motivated by particular socio-economic circumstances; the clash of colonial 
and intracommunal interests; the ideals of freedom and emancipation; and 
the attractive opportunities in the Americas during the late Ottoman period, 
influenced not only their host societies, but also the émigrés’ homelands, and 
the construction of identities.
Several gaps in the study of the Arab diaspora in Colombia are yet to be 
filled. These answers can allow a more comprehensive understanding of how the 
multi-cultural Latin American societies and identities have been constructed 
and can also shed light on the current dynamics of Middle Eastern societies. 
Existing research on the Arab diaspora in Colombia generally focuses on the 
migratory restrictions and discrimination faced by early migrants explored 
through local newspapers and legislative decrees; on their economic networks 
reconstructed from public records; and on their active participation in re-
gional and national politics1. On the other hand, studies on identity and cul-
tural politics of this diaspora are yet to be thoroughly undertaken, in contrast 
with, for example, the prominent work of Christina Civantos (2006, 201) 
regarding literature and identity negotiation amongst Arabs in Argentina, the 
works of Maria Olga Samamé (2003, 2006, 2008) on immigrant literature and 
1 Eduardo Posada-Carbó and Louise Fawcett (1997, pp. 7-9), two pioneer scholars on Arab 
migration in Colombia, raised awareness in the 1990’s about the scarce academic work available 
in Colombia on the subject, and since then not much has changed. Regarding the active partici-
pation of Arabs in local politics, Di Ricco (2014, pp. 211-214) argues that economic prosperity 
bestowed respect upon this community. On the process of arrival, integration, migratory res-
trictions, and economic development of Arab immigrants, refer to the work of Vargas & Suaza 
(2007).
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the representations of Arabs in Chile, or Camila Pastor’s seminal work about 
transnationalism and the Mexican mahjar.
The concept of mahjar derives from the Arabic word hijra meaning migra-
tion, and refers to both the physical place of emigration, and to a movement 
within modern Arabic literature with distinctive schools and exponents in the 
Americas2. The term mahjar first appeared to describe the numerous Arab 
immigrants that settled in North and South America during the last decades 
of Ottoman rule in the Levant (Berman, 2013, p. 66). During this period, es-
pecially between 1860 and 1914, around 600,00 Arabic speakers from among 
the million immigrants from the Ottoman Empire settled in the Americas 
(Civantos, 201, p. 294) with long lasting and far reaching effects on the social 
processes of both the Americas and the Levant. These shifts in population 
ratios and the rise of intracommunal violence motivated mostly by foreign 
intervention, manipulation and interests, certainly affected the long-standing 
tradition of tolerance and respect found in the Levant. The literature3 from 
the mahjar in the Americas has been widely explored in the fields of Arabic 
and Literary studies due to its preponderant role in influencing the literary, 
social, and cultural scenarios of their places of origin. In this sense, these texts 
allow us to explore the interconnections between colonialism, displacement, 
the structures of power, modernism, nationalism, and transnationalism. These 
readings also contribute to unpacking the immigrant’s role in challenging the 
dominant colonial, historical and geographical narratives, thus expressing their 
own voices from their positions as subaltern populations.
Taking the above into account, this chapter presents an innovative and mul-
tidimensional approach to the traditional way of studying the Arab Levantine 
diaspora in Colombia by analyzing the content of the literature produced by its 
mahjari intellectuals and cultural organizations during the second half of the 
twentieth century. The poetic oeuvre of Meira Delmar, and the May-July and 
August-October of 1946 editions of Unión magazine, published by the Arab 
Youth Centre in Barranquilla, as will be argued, remarkably echo the organic 
 
2 The word also has an importance in the Islamic tradition, meaning Muhammad’s departure 
from Mecca to Medina in 622, as explained in chapter , Algunos conceptos clave en la historia y 
presente del islam. In that text, the author compares both Arab and Islamic historiographies.
3 The literature produced by mahjari writers in the Americas in the early twentieth century sha-
red three fundamental principles: nostalgia, metaphysical thought, and the desire for freedom 
(Lillo, 2009; Samamé, 2006).
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principles of the literature of the mahjar. The two case studies presented in 
this chapter belong to the Arab diaspora in Barranquilla, a city in the Carib-
bean region located near the port of Puerto Colombia, which served as the 
most important maritime point of access for immigrants from Europe, Asia, 
the Caribbean, and the Middle East during the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries (Donoso, 2008). Barranquilla has traditionally hosted the biggest 
concentration of mashriqi4 immigrants, now colombo-árabes, in the country. 
These immigrants and their descendants have been key players in the cultural, 
economic, social, and political construction of the city, notably undeveloped 
at the time of their arrival in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth 
century (Yidi, David, & Lizcano, 2007), as well as in the popular imagery and 
fictional landscapes of the Caribbean region.
In spite of their contributions to the economic development of the region, 
there was a notable absence of active literary circles, community newspapers 
and magazines, and prominent mahjari intellectuals and their voices during 
the early twentieth century in Colombia. Thus, it was through other texts 
and voices, such as in selected novels of the prominent author Gabriel García 
Márquez, that the local population was informed about the perceived traits 
and characteristics of the Oriental newcomers. Meanwhile, countries such as 
the United States or Brazil experienced an unprecedented growth of Arab 
immigrant literary activity and writers that achieved broad renown, most 
notably, the Lebanese writer Gibran Khalil Gibran (1883-1931). Only by the 
mid-1940’s, Colombian-born, Arab descent writers -especially poets- and 
media outlets began to surface in the cultural and literary scenarios of the 
country, and naturally, in the Caribbean region: Unión magazine (194), Olga 
Chams Eljach, Meira Delmar (1922-2009), Giovanni Quessep (1939) Raúl 
Gómez Jattin (194-1997), and Jorge García Usta (1960-200). The organic 
principles of the literature of the mahjar are evident in Giovanni Quessep’s 
poetry regarding exile, particularly in his 1976 collection Canto del extranjero 
(“Song of the Foreigner”). On the other hand, besides his prolific journalist 
work on Arab migration, Jorge García Usta gave a personal and poetic voice 
4 In this work, mashriqi refers to Palestinian, Syrian, and Lebanese immigrants who composed 
the major migratory waves of Arabs to Colombia in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries.
 García Usta’s collection has been studied and compared to Chilean Palestinian poet Mahfud 
Massís, and his three organic principles of the mahjar literature have been detected in their 
respective works (Samamé, 2006). 
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to  fictional characters of the Colombian Arab population, especially in his col-
lection of poems El reino errante, (1991, “The Wandering Kingdom”). Lastly, 
and in addition to the way in which these authors and outlets served as cultural 
mediators, challenging and reflecting both the dominant and subaltern histori-
cal processes of the Americas and the Middle East, the possibility of grouping 
them and further studying their works under a post-mahjari generation or 
school in Colombia is certainly the objective of further research on the topic.
th e  l i t e rat u r e  o f  t h e  m ah j a r  i n  t h e  am e r i c a s
The mahjari or émigré/diaspora writers had a substantial influence on the 
evolution of modern Arabic literature. The North American mahjar school, 
recognized amongst the most important within modern Arabic literature, 
contributed greatly to the Arabic free verse and prose poetry (Civantos, 201, 
pp. 293-294). In a socio-cultural dimension, the migration experience, the en-
counter with modernity, and the return of migrants from/to Mount Lebanon, 
were responsible for renegotiating identity and new gender, social, cultural, 
and economic roles, thus creating a modern Lebanese middle class (Khater, 
2001). Regarding postcolonial studies, a smaller yet growing domain in the 
field of comparative literature are the South-South relations, by which Arabic 
literature can be studied in relation with Latin American literature (Hassan, 
2018, p. 168).
In his work about immigrant narratives, Hassan (2018), identifies four types 
of relations between the literature of the Arab region and of Latin America: 
the first type corresponds to the Islamic influence in the Iberian Peninsula that 
arrived to the Americas during the Conquista, inspiring American writers to 
create fantastic elements emblematic of magic realism; the second type refers 
to the North and South American mahjar poets’ influence on modern Arabic 
literature; the third denotes the writings in the languages of the Americas by 
Arab immigrants and their descendants; and the fourth type of relation takes 
as a point of reference the writings about Arabic culture and/or immigrants 
by American writers without Arabic origin (pp. 169-170). The three organic 
principles of the poetry of the mahjar in the Americas were: first, nostalgia 
and longing for the homeland, the memory of the beloved, and the desire to 
return to the ‘lost paradise’; second, Christian thought, metaphysical and 
existential quests or praises to an ancestral culture; and third, the question of 
Palestine and the desire for freedom in the Middle East and other latitudes 
(Samamé, 2008).
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The first contacts between the Arab world and South America can be 
traced to the Iberian Peninsula’s Islamic past; the active cultural, philosophi-
cal, commercial, artistic and cultural exchange between civilizations; and the 
subsequent Spanish colonization of the Americas from the fifteenth century 
onwards. However, a more stable and comprehensive exchange began in the 
last decades of the nineteenth century with the massive migration of Arabs 
from Ottoman provinces in the Levant (Samamé, 2008). In his preeminent 
work on migrations during the late Ottoman state, Kemal Karpat (198) pro-
poses the convergence of different circumstances within Ottoman lands that 
prompted the mass movement of people and simultaneously the appearance 
and convergence of different factors that motivated the relocation of this 
population and their migration experience. In this sense, push factors such 
as the decaying economic and changing ethno-cultural structure of Ottoman 
societies and institutions, and pull factors such as industrialization in North 
America and agricultural opportunities in South America, motivated a mas-
sive, mostly Christian, migration from Greater Syria to the Americas from 
the 1860s onwards (Karpat, 198, p. 179).
The Ottoman millet system and transnational connections were also 
crucial for the mobility of these migrants: for most of the Arabic-speaking 
Christians in the late nineteenth century, their “lives were marked by fluid-
ity across confessional and national borders, by a looseness of identity and a 
sense of pragmatism in the face of changing economic and geopolitical cir-
cumstances” (Norris, 2016, pp. 40-41). The predominantly Christian character 
of this migration prompted scholars to argue that “Christian culture was at 
the root of their innovative efforts and to highlight the specifically Christian 
features and motifs that can be found in their poetry” (Jubran, 2007, p. 67). 
Nonetheless, other elements aside from Christian lore are present in the po-
etry of the mahjar in the Americas, for example, Islamic symbols and Arabic 
classical allusions (Jubran, 2007, p. 68). Many of these immigrants were able 
to adapt rather fast and efficiently, shape their integrationist discourses, and 
negotiate their dual identities partly as a result of the dominant presence of 
Christianity in the Americas and their pragmatic flexibility.
Christianity played a crucial role in the formation of a defined Spanish 
and by extension Latin American identities since 1492 and onwards with the 
expulsion of the last Moors in the Iberian Peninsula. In Colombia, between the 
Independence period and the beginning of the twentieth century, there was an 
active struggle between Modernity, represented by the ideals of secularism of 
the Illustration and the French Revolution, and on the other hand tradition, 
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embodied by the powerful Catholic church (García, 2007). However, between 
1880 and 1930, a period of steady Arab migration to Colombia (Fawcett & Posa-
da-Carbo, 1997), national identity and Catholicism were closely intertwined, 
especially after the promulgation of the conservative 1886 Political Constitu-
tion (García, 2007). Taking into account the social and cultural encounters of 
the Arab immigrants in the Americas and the process of self-examination in 
the mahjar experience, a “hybrid cultural ideology and social structure which 
challenged the very precept of ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’, ‘East’ and ‘West’ 
emerged amongst migrant communities” (Khater, 2001, p. 72).
Additionally, the Arab Renaissance or Nahḍa played a major role in this 
migration. This cultural and literary modern movement was fostered in Greater 
Syria mostly by Christians who found hostile conditions in the last quarter of 
the nineteenth century towards their liberal emancipatory projects and their 
sense of patriotism, encouraging their migration to Egypt and beyond (Di-
Capua, 201). Additionally, this intellectual renaissance in the Middle East 
not only fomented dialogue with Europe and the West through for example 
the translation of works, but also saw the development of nationalist senti-
ments due to economic exploitation of Arabs by the Ottomans and Europeans. 
Impregnated by ideals of hope and liberation, and by the rejection of foreign 
domination, the Americas were seen as lands of opportunities, thus under Ot-
toman yoke, migration seemed inevitable (Sakalha, 1997).
The North and South American mahjar movements, centered in New 
York and São Paulo6 respectively, were emphatically different in styles, topics, 
scope, and in their impact within Arabic literature. In terms of impact, North 
American mahjari writers were innovators and failed to show reverence for 
traditional Arab culture in contrast to their peers in the South (Ludescher, 
2006). Furthermore, the establishment of a new ‘romantic’ school within the 
North American mahjar contributed to rejuvenating modern Arabic poetry 
since it differed from the dominant neo-classical qasida (Jubran, 2007, p. 67). 
Also, mahjari authors were pioneers in introducing Eastern spirituality, and 
Phoenician and Arab myths into Arabic literature (Civantos, 201, p. 296), 
while South American mahjari authors were more conservative and obser-
vant of the classical poetic structure of the verse (Civantos, 201). Moreover, 
while the North American authors conveyed an assimilationist discourse, the 
6 The Pen League was formed in New York in 1920 and its leading figure was Kahlil Gibran, and 
the Andalusian League was created in São Paulo in 1933 (Hassan, 2017, p. 46).
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South American mahjari writers were characterized by actively participating 
in nationalistic movements related to their homelands7 and committed to Pan 
Arabism, therefore, their writings showed a declarative and rhetorical tone 
representative of neoclassical Arabic poetry (Civantos, 201, p. 299). In terms 
of scope, Civantos (2006) argues that less attention has been paid to South 
American mahjari writers since they have been dismissed as aesthetically in-
significant in terms of Arabic poetics (p. 17). Contributing to the prevalence 
of one group over the other, as most traditional North American mahjar texts 
were done in English, they are better-known in the English-speaking world, 
and hence, in the West (Starkey, 2006, p. 61).
For émigré intellectuals, especially from the traditionalist South American 
mahjar, Muslim Iberia represented the golden era of Arab culture and the lost 
paradise (Lillo, 2009). They saw in Andalusia the ultimate resurgence in sci-
ence and art and an example of religious coexistence (Moser & Racy, 2010). As 
mid-nineteenth century sectarian conflicts in Mount Lebanon and growing 
religious intolerance throughout the Ottoman Empire prompted the departure 
of thousands of Levantines to the Americas, these immigrants yearned for the 
lost symbols and splendor of Arab identity and coexistence in the Andalusian 
past. Hence, the literature and journals of the Arab immigrants in the Americas 
were motivated by a desire to revive the glory of Andalusia in order to validate 
their projects and bridge cultural gaps in Latin America (El Attar, 2013). In 
this sense, Slimane Zeghidour (as cited in Moser & Racy, 2010, p. 28) notes 
that because Syrian and Lebanese immigrants in Brazil saw in Andalusia a 
revolution in Arab literature, a secularization of the language, and freedom of 
expression, they undertook as their own mission the production of a similar 
poetic renaissance in their host societies, whose people and culture had, in fact, 
origins in Andalusia itself. The choice itself of the Andalusian League as the 
name of the literary society of the mahjari poets in Brazil denotes a link with 
tradition and the Arab past; a link that northern mahjari writers were eager to 
break with and rejuvenate (Badawi, 1976, p. 181).
Mahjari writers also played a prominent role as cultural translators and 
negotiators, and their texts were key in conveying specific discourses on their 
 
7 While the us gained independence in 1776, most South American republics did so between 
1810 and 1830, only decades before the sustained migration of Arabs. Perhaps patriotic sen-
timental remnants from recent independence struggles against European colonialism were of 
major influence on Arab writers in the southern hemisphere.
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communities’ identities and their overall desire to be accepted. In this sense, 
the mahjar generation was “remarkably successful in their effort to integrate 
into an unhyphenated American culture” (Berman, 2013, p. 67). Furthermore, 
prominent authors from the Pen League such as Kahlil Gibran and Ameen 
Rihani were “complicit in assimilationist US discourses and simultaneously 
emphasized their difference, thus allowing them to culturally assimilate into 
whiteness while retaining a modicum of Arab identity” (Shohat & Alsultany, 
2013, p. 27). In their negotiation of identities, Arab émigrés in the United 
States were able to use religion and Orientalist8 narratives alike as assets in 
their process to assimilate into their host society. For instance, as all members 
of the Pen League were Arab Christians (Jubran, 2007, p. 67), they were able 
to claim religion affinity with the American society based on shared Christian 
principles and also even exploit their exotic Holy Land origin in the American 
popular imaginary (Berman, 2013). In the case of South American writers, in 
the midst of the process of bargaining between “Turcophobia” and “Turco-
philia”, Heba El Attar (2013) asserts that migrant writers recurred to practice 
auto-orientalism by either “silencing their heritage or reproducing stereo-
typical images of the Orient as a means to insert themselves in the nationalist 
discourse of Latin American countries” (p. 22). Lastly and as Camila Pastor 
(2017) notes in her work about the religiously and socio-economically diverse 
Mexican mahjar in regards to the mashriqi migrants’ social mobility and ac-
cumulation of wealth, that the establishment of patronage dynamics with local 
elites and/or French officials during the time of the Mandate helped secure 
their communities’ wellbeing despite growing economic crisis in the country, 
Orientalism and Islamophobia (p. 9).
8 Edward W. Said, prominent cultural and literary critic and central figure to the field of Post-
Colonial theory, argues in his emblematic work Orientalism (1978), that “Orientalism” com-
prises three dimensions: an academic discipline; a style of thought based on ontological and 
epistemological distinctions between the “Orient” and the “Occident”; and a way of the West 
to dominate, restructure and exercise authority over the “Orient” (Said, 2003). In this sense, 
immigrant authors from the “East” have had to confront reigning Orientalist discourses and 
imagery in the “West”, expressed through centuries in the literature and ways of approaching 
studying, and dialoguing with the “Orient”, and ultimately with the pervasiveness of the East/
West dichotomy. Some authors have interiorized and modified the Orientalist discourse to 
serve their integrationist endeavors, while others have challenged through their own texts and 
definitions of the “Orient”. 
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th e  a ra b  d i a s p o ra  i n  c o lomb i a
The mass migration of Arabs Greater Syria that began in the mid-nineteenth 
century moved southward towards the Caribbean region and South America by 
1870 (Civantos, 2006, p. 7). Colombian historian Gladys Behaine documented 
that the first Arab to settle in Colombia was the Lebanese Moisés Jattin in 
1880 (Viloria, 2003, p. 2). The exact number and characteristics of the Otto-
man migrants to Latin America are difficult to retrieve, and only Argentina, 
Brazil, and Venezuela keep reliable records (Karpat, 198). Estimates show 
that between 1884 and 1939, approximately 100,000 Syrian and Lebanese 
immigrants settled in Brazil (Moser & Racy, 2010, p. 282), while records in 
Colombia are unavailable or inconclusive. In 1944, a survey conducted by the 
United States government in reference to the Arabic-speaking population 
in Latin America, found that out of the 310,000 individuals estimated, only 
1,00 lived in Colombia (Fawcett & Posada-Carbo, 1997, p. 68). This number 
excluded Arabs with Colombian nationality, hence other sources with a more 
comprehensive scope have calculated that in the 1990s, a total of 0,000 Arabs 
and their descendants lived in Colombia (Fawcett, 1991). The low numbers 
show how Colombia failed to attract more immigrants due to challenging in-
ternal conditions and as a result of inexistent but later restrictive migratory 
policies enforced by the government and can ultimately explain the absence 
of literary unions in the beginning of the twentieth century.
Several factors made a massive migration and relocation of people from 
Europe and Asia to Colombia in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
tury difficult. Political violence and civil war raged across the country during 
this period; low salaries and soaring prices for basic goods; poor internal com-
munications networks and roads; and the severe tropical weather that allowed 
the proliferation of diseases (Fawcett & Posada-Carbo, 1997) meant that fewer 
migrants chose to settle in Colombia in contrast to other neighboring countries. 
Weak migratory policies in Colombia also failed to attract organized migra-
tions and they usually favored Europeans or those considered to ‘improve’ the 
local ‘race’. Furthermore, between 1931 and 1937, the Liberal governments in 
power issued several decrees that assigned migratory quotas to certain groups 
including Arabs: in 1934, Decree No. 2 of January 8th allowed the entrance 
into the country of ten Lebanese, ten Syrians, and ten Palestinians (Vargas, 
2009, p. 170). Nevertheless, when migratory controls were hardened in the 
1930s, the biggest migratory waves of Arabs had already reached Colombia. As 
a result, by the second half of the twentieth century, Arabs in Colombia were 
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a deeply-rooted and stable community, well-organized, prosperous, and in an 
irreversible process of integration and acculturation. Literature then begins 
to serve as a vehicle for negotiating, exploring, and communicating identities 
in construction and transnational social processes.
In general, the process of social mobility of Arab immigrants in Colombia 
during the second half of the twentieth century was significant. Arabs were 
active participants in the different domains of public life, and they also influ-
enced the literary landscape and popular imaginary of internationally acclaimed 
authors such as Gabriel García Márquez, whose novels frequently portrayed 
Arab-descendant characters, and their visible social presence and commercial 
establishments in the Caribbean region9. On the other hand, whilst the first 
Arab American was elected as Senator in the United States in 1978 (Fawcett, 
1991), Gabriel Turbay Abunader, born in Colombia to Lebanese parents, was 
appointed to the Colombian Senate in 1934, and his relative, Julio César Turbay 
Ayala, was elected President of the Republic in 1978. Other Colombian-Arabs 
have been appointed as ministers, mayors, governors, and ambassadors, and 
their political visibility has often been explained as a result of their economic 
power (Di Ricco, 2014). Their successful integration and subsequent process 
of acculturation have been a product of different strategies, for example, the 
creation of social clubs, like Club Alhambra in 194, and magazines like Unión; 
the rapid adoption of the Spanish language as evidenced in the Unión maga-
zine; the creation of mixed economic endeavors with the local elite; mixed 
marriages; the literature produced by Colombian-Arab authors; and in the case 
of Barranquilla, with the Arabs’ active participation in the local Carnival10. 
In other words, once the Arab diaspora organized its economic means and 
became a prosperous, active, and visible community in the second half of the 
twentieth century, these immigrants began to be recorded and immortalized 
in Colombian literature and, simultaneously, several Colombian authors with 
Arab origin began exploring the dichotomy of discrimination and assimila-
tion, their dual identities in negotiation, and to self-identify themselves with 
a hyphenated and inclusive identity.
9 Refer to the novels Cien años de soledad (1967), and Crónica de una muerte anunciada (1981).
10 Lucy Abuchaibe Annicchiarico, of Palestinian and Italian descent, was named Carnival Queen 
in 196, being the first Colombian Arab to preside the Carnival of Barranquilla. 
218 From Khalil Gibran to Meira Delmar: Reflections on the literature of the colombian Mahjar
un i n  mag a z i n e
The Unión quarterly magazine was first published in 194 as the official com-
munications outlet of the Arab Youth Centre of the Club Alhambra, a social 
club created by Palestinian, Syrian, and Lebanese immigrants in Barran-
quilla in April of the same year. The magazine was described by its editors as 
a “minaret of ideals and culture”11, and its creation attested to the beginning 
of a remarkable process of economic stability, and also of political, cultural 
and social integration of the Arab immigrants in Barranquilla. The magazine 
also drew forth the growing political and Arab nationalist awareness of these 
immigrants and their descendants along with a desire to strengthen their sense 
of collective identity in their diaspora homes. In sum, it exposed the organic 
principles of the literature of the mahjar although it appeared in a later period 
and also shows the transnational connections of this migration, and they ways 
in which they conceived their migratory experience.
The ideological platform of Unión magazine confirmed the roles that the 
editors, contributors, sponsors, and readers were to fulfil as cultural media-
tors. Drawing on the experience of immigrant narratives of Arab American 
and Arab British writers, Hassan (2011) argues that Orientalism profoundly 
influenced immigrant Arab writers and their position between the culture of 
origin and the host societies, leading them to assume the roles of mediators, 
interpreters, or cultural translators (p. 3). In this sense, the two editions of 
Unión analyzed for this work expected to forge ties between ‘East’ and ‘West’ 
through the ideological principles stated in the magazine and through their 
content selection. These guiding principles were, in sum and as literally ex-
pressed in Unión: to raise consciousness of the Arabs in the American conti-
nent; to abolish all types of fanaticism and defend tolerance; put the free will 
of men over all determinisms; promote the creation of a universal ideological 
brotherhood that complied with the dogmas of territorial and political integ-
rity; disseminate the history of the Arab civilization through the New World; 
preserve and reproduce the main contributions of the Arab civilization; cre-
ate a friendly environment towards Arabs by showing that medieval Europe 
accessed Classic Antiquity only through the Arabs; and finally, to establish 
an intimate Arab-American friendship through the display of historical and 
cultural interactions between Ibero-American and Arab nations. The ideals 
11 All translations from Spanish language texts, unless stated otherwise, are my own.
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of Unión were in congruence with its historical context, and they were also 
acutely infused with the ideals of the Nahḍa. The Arab Youth Centre also 
constructed, through its discourse, a specific Arab identity that departed from 
a common and familiar heritage with the host society, rooted in al-Andalus.
figure 1. front cover of union magazine august-oct, 1946
Source: Unión magazine, 1946.
In the mahjar, newspapers and magazines were key in forging a specific iden-
tity in the diaspora and in connecting, contacting, and remembering their 
homelands and also fellow diaspora communities in nearby countries. Soon 
upon migrating, Arabs in Latin America created their own outlets as channels 
to secure their unity and preserve their identity; advertise and promote their 
own businesses; share events within the community and inform on the political 
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developments shaping their distant homelands; combat and challenge defama-
tory and stereotypical accusations; and create and open spaces to spread their 
own voices and ideas (Bawalsa, 2017; Civantos, 2006; Del Amo, 2006; Moser 
& Racy, 2010). During the Nahḍa, Arab literati in Greater Syria established 
modern institutions like periodical presses and libraries before migrating (Di-
Capua, 201, p. 9), therefore, in their diaspora dwellings, these communi-
ties undertook similar endeavors, but slowly adopting the local language. The 
choice of Spanish as the exclusive language for Unión was as an indicator of 
the use, or rather the misuse, of the Arabic language. The urge to integrate 
into the host society proved to be more important than preserving the mother 
tongue, hence by the first half of the twentieth century, Palestinian, Syrian, 
and Lebanese immigrants and their descendants in Barranquilla had privi-
leged Spanish over Arabic as the vehicle to express, write, discuss, promote, 
defend, and rally around their Arab identity. In sum, they were writing their 
‘Arabness’ in Spanish. The fact that Arabic had been assigned to the private 
sphere and that Spanish had been consigned a preponderant role regarding 
the social relationships of the community, may explain the impossibility for 
Colombian Arab authors to write in the language of their forefathers during 
the second half of the twentieth century.
The sections and texts of the two editions of Unión show the transnational 
character of Arab immigrants, together with their awareness and interconnec-
tions with other Arab diaspora communities and intellectuals in Latin Amer-
ica. The May-July edition of 1946 included an emotive letter from an Arab 
intellectual in Venezuela and frequent contributor to Unión, Esteban Fayad, 
in which he praised the literary and editorial work of Meira Delmar. In that 
edition, Fayad also contributed with a eulogy for Habib Estefano, a prominent 
mahjari intellectual from Buenos Aires. Meanwhile, the August-October edi-
tion included a prose poem called “A geographic view of Lebanon” authored 
by the Uruguayan poet of Lebanese origin, Laila Neffa. On the other hand, 
the May-July edition included a biographical profile of the Jerusalem-trained 
lawyer and intellectual, Iscandar Al Khury Al Beitujali, written by a fellow Pal-
estinian (relative?) in Colombia. The magazine’s exposure of the literary works 
of Arab émigré writers and their descendants from countries as distant from 
the Colombian Caribbean as Uruguay, confirms the transnational character of 
this diaspora, and an apparent absence of Colombian-Arab intellectuals and 
writers besides Meira Delmar.
Arabs in Barranquilla were also aware of notable figures in their homelands 
and part of the rising nationalist movements in the Middle East. Through 
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the inclusion in Unión of news articles taken from the Arab press, it can be 
implied that at least the editors had access to Arab newspapers and were ac-
tively following the political discussions and events in their homelands. In the 
May-July 1946 edition, a complete page published the picture of Egypt’s King 
Farouk and the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, Amin al-Husseini, and its energetic 
and nationalist editorial was called “Palestine: Inexpugnable stronghold of 
Arabism”. Meanwhile, the August-October edition was devoted to Lebanese 
political consciousness and nationalism, and featured the views of Lebanese 
intellectual Elias Ghorayeb on Pan Arabism, the official Lebanese posture on 
Palestine, and the duties of the Lebanese émigrés towards their homeland. 
Ghorayeb’s opinion followed a reportage about the Arab League’s Secretary, 
Azzam Pacha, and his project of creating a common citizenship for all Arabs. 
Unión magazine exposed the rejection of this project by both the Lebanese 
in Beirut and in the diaspora by publishing an article by the Lebanese politi-
cian Henri Phillippe Pharaon, originally published in the weekly magazine La 
Revue du Liban, in which he argued that similar to sovereignty, citizenship 
was indivisible.
The Unión magazine was also under direct influence of the spirit of the 
Nahḍa and reflected the reality of South American mahjari writers and their 
reverence towards tradition through its repetitive efforts to highlight the Ar-
abs’ contributions to the West and the perceived cultural peak of the Arabs 
embodied in al-Andalus. The Nahḍa ideals not only motivated thousands of 
young men to migrate from the Ottoman-controlled Levant in search of free-
dom, intellectual liberty, social advancement, and economic improvement, but 
also played a role in shaping a certain Arab identity in the South American 
mahjar, one which departed from a shared meeting point in history, al-Anda-
lus, but that expressed itself in Spanish. Arab immigrants felt related to the 
sentiments of arrival, conquest, and discovery of the Muslim troops in Iberia 
centuries before they themselves arrived to new lands, the Americas, awaiting 
to be rediscovered (Lillo, 2009). The content of both editions of Unión also 
accounted for dozens of short poems from intellectuals from the Andalusian 
territories such as Córdoba, Ibiza, and Badajoz, and between the tenth and 
eleventh centuries, like Al-Ramadi, al-Rabbihi, or Ibn Baqi. Another tribute 
of Unión to the Arab legacy in Spain was a section called “Arabismos”, con-
cerned with revealing the “countless” words in Spanish derived directly from 
Arabic. Perhaps, beyond the Nahḍa spirit, Unión tried to highlight and locate 
the underlining ‘Arabness’ of the South American host society and language. 
Through its texts and topics, Unión magazine honored its name by building 
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textual bridges between two worlds that at first sight appeared opposed, but 
that had to collude and dialogue for the sake of the much-desired integration 
and the construction of the Colombian Arab identity.
In sum, the articles, images, and literature published in Unión serve to 
reconstruct the ways in which the Arab émigrés and their descendants identi-
fied themselves in their Latin American diaspora dwellings, and also how they 
viewed and related to their homelands in the Middle East. Alongside the an-
thropological value of this source that also accounts for an invaluable piece of 
historic memory, the impact of the content and ideals of Unión -the voice of 
the Arab youth in the Colombian Caribbean region- would later be reflected 
in the writings of Meira Delmar and serve as a basis from which to analyze the 
particularities of her poetic work. Expressions of Palestinian and Lebanese 
nationalism in Unión also proved a major shift in the self-identification and 
growing patriotism and nationalism within the Arab diaspora, which indeed 
was a recurrent topic in the South American mahjar.
Unión magazine served as a textual space to negotiate their dual identities 
and build cultural bridges with their adoptive Hispanic society, which was in-
fluenced in turn by that same distant Moorish past that they longed for in the 
mahjar. Paradoxically, this process of self-recognition, national consciousness, 
yearning for their distant homelands, and a revival of Arab nationalism occurred 
in the wake of an inevitable process of social integration to their host society, 
allowed by the general economic prosperity achieved by this group. This re-
encounter with their Arab identities was accelerated in the second half of the 
twentieth century with the creation of several Arab consular representations 
in Barranquilla: Lebanon (192), United Arab Republic (199), Egypt (1962), 
Jordan (1963), and Syria (1971) (Donoso, 2008, p. 2). Arab immigrants and 
their descendants were then reclaiming previously self-restricted discussions 
on identity in light of both, their growing social integration achieved through 
the creation of clubs, and by the economic power which allowed them to create 
outlets to discuss and strengthen their Arab identity such as Unión magazine.
me i ra  d e lma r
Olga Chams Eljach, better known by her pen name Meira Delmar, was born 
in Barranquilla to Lebanese Christian immigrant parents who met and mar-
ried in Colombia. Her father was a founding member of the Unión Siria, or 
Syrian Union, created in 1914 (Donoso, 2008), and Delmar was later selected 
as honorary president of the female committee of the Arab Youth Centre in 
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194. Delmar is regarded as one the most prominent female poets in Colombia 
in the twentieth century, and in 1946, after publishing the collection Verdad 
del sueño (Veracitiy of the Dream), Delmar began to be nationally and interna-
tionally acclaimed. She was awarded honorary university titles, governmental 
distinctions, and in 1989 she became a member of the Colombian Academy 
of Language. Later, in 1993, the Colombian Ministry of Education awarded 
Delmar the Simón Bolivar Medal in recognition of her important educational 
and cultural contributions to the country. In 1992, the Colombian-Lebanese 
Cultural Centre and the World Lebanese Cultural Union paid her homage at 
the Romantic Museum of Barranquilla in the presence of the Lebanese Am-
bassador, and later, in 199, the Government of Lebanon also paid tribute to 
her at a university in Barranquilla (Jaramillo, Osorio, & Castillo Mier, 2003).
Delmar was a prolific poet with collections spanning from 1937 to 2003. 
Her legacy has been widely and critically studied, yet researchers have failed 
to analyze her vis-à-vis the literature of the mahjar. As I will show upon con-
tinuation, a reading of Delmar’s poetry, especially from her 1981 collection 
Reencuentro (Reencounter), denotes that she followed the organic principles 
of the literature of the mahjar. Delmar also reasserted the construction of a 
Colombian Arab identity in which neither attribute was exclusive of the other, 
and she showed reverence for both, her diaspora dwelling and her ancestral 
homeland. She was also aware of major intellectuals of the South and North 
American mahjar, as evidenced in Unión magazine where she served as editor. 
Nevertheless, Delmar never led the creation of a literary circle nor wrote in 
Arabic. A first look into her life and work conveys several questions. Was she 
trying to conceal her Arab identity with her pen name?12 Why did she return 
to her ethnic background after several collections of poems? What prompted 
her (re)encounter with her Arab roots? How did she construct and express 
her Colombian-Arab identity?
In what follows, I present a general overview of her oeuvre13 in search of 
commonalities with previous mahjari writers from other countries in the  mahjar. 
12 Meira Delmar emerged from Eljach’s love for the ocean and from her Arabic background. 
She initially selected the name Omaira, then Maira, and finally Meira. Sources affirm that her 
pen name was meant to conceal her identity from her father and friends (Jaramillo, Osorio & 
Castillo Mier, 2003). Nonetheless, she never returned to her original name even after gaining 
widespread recognition. 
13 Delmar published eight books of poetry: Alba de olvido (1942), Sitio del amor (1944), Verdad 
del sueño (1946), Secreta Isla (191), Reencuentro (1981), Laúd memorioso (199), Alguien Pasa 
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In the case of Delmar, a recurring trope in her poetry is the longing for the 
lost homeland and a profound affinity with the ocean. She also used Oriental 
objects, most notably the lute, jasmine flower, cedars, and veils to transmit her 
Arab identity and depict her Middle Eastern idealized homeland. In this sense, 
Delmar was giving her readers what they precisely imagined of the ‘Orient’. 
Her negotiation of identities was expressed entirely in Spanish; hence we can 
observe that despite the loss of the language that conferred her proximity to 
the ancestral homeland, she recreated and imagined it, and longed for it in 
her adoptive society’s language. Delmar only used two words in Arabic, re-
lated to nationalism and spirituality, in her poetry. The term “bled”14 appears 
in the poem Inmigrantes (Delmar, 199, p. 81), in which Delmar reconstructs 
the process of migration from Lebanon, describes the home left behind, and 
speaks about nostalgia for her country which she remembers with the sound 
of the lute. Meanwhile, the word “adra”1 appears in Anunciación (Delmar, 
1998, p. 33) a poem that narrates the announcement of the conception of Jesus 
Christ to the Virgin Mary in Galilee. The choice of using the original Arabic 
for these words demonstrates their importance in the realms of spirituality and 
patriotism, hence reflecting the principles of mahjari poetry. Below, selected 
stanzas from the poems Inmigrantes and Anunciación containing the words in 
Arabic discussed above, and in its original Spanish language16:
Inmigrantes
……………………………………………
En riberas y montes levantaron la casa
como antes la tienda en los verdes oasis
el abuelo remoto, y las viejas palabras
fueron trocando entonces
por las palabras nuevas
para llamar las cosas,
y el corazón supieron compartir con largueza
tal el odre del agua en la sed del desierto. (2-32)
(1998), and Pasa el viento (2000). Her first poems (1937-1944) were published in the Vanidades 
magazine from Havana (Cuba), and her unpublished works (1999-2003) appear in Jaramillo, 
Osorio & Castillo Mier (2003). 
14 Arabic colloquial term for homeland, derived from the Arabic term (balad).
1 Arabic word for the Virgin Mary. 
16 English translations of the poems are unavailable. 
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A veces cuando suena el laúd memorioso
y la primera estrella
brilla sobre la tarde,
rememoran el día
en que el bled fue borrándose
detrás del horizonte. (33-38)
Anunciación
Puñados de palomas y neblíes
lanza abril al azul de Galilea. (1-2)
Mariam – el Adra – María
la Virgen, sola,
tras los blancos muros de su casa
oye
cómo se paran uno a uno
los pulsos de la brisa,
la andadura del agua
en el pozo del patio. (3-10)
Delmar began to write about her Arab background in the book Reencuentro, 
published thirty years immediately after Secreta Isla (Secret Island). In Se-
creta Isla, Delmar had found her own voice and thanks to it she effectively 
inserted herself into the contemporary free style (Castelblanco, 2006, p. 96). 
In other words, the poet only expressed her dual identity freely when she 
reached literary maturity. Despite belonging to a different time period and 
being a second-generation Lebanese, there are similarities between Delmar 
and poets of the Brazilian mahjar that by the early 190s had already published 
their complete volumes of poetry in Arabic17. In the poetry of the Brazilian 
mahjar, the sentiments of estrangement, alienation, and nostalgia for a missing 
place were common (Moser & Racy, 2010). Delmar’s work can be studied in 
comparison to Ilyas Farhat, a Lebanese migrant that reached Brazil in 1910, 
and who initially worked as a peddler before editing a literary review called 
al-Jadid in 1919. In Farhat’s poetry, traditional mahjar romantic themes such 
17 In 192 and 194, the complete works of Rashid Salim Khuri and Ilyas Farhat appeared in 
Brazil. 
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as isolation; rejection of materialism; nostalgia and longing; and a repeated 
interest in nature are widely reflected (Badawi, 1976, p. 198). These themes are 
also found in Delmar’s poetry in, for example, her love of nature -specifically 
the sea- and by conferring upon the jasmine flower the power to represent 
her Arab identity and childhood, partially explored and spent during a family 
trip to Lebanon in 1931. For her, this flower frequently found in Arab homes, 
brought into her poetry the ‘Orient’; in other words, jasmine was a part of 
her lyric and quotidian worlds (Krakusin, 2003, p. 9). She also experimented 
with tradition, and in her collection Laúd Memorioso, she includes a poem en-
titled Casidas de la Palabra (Qasidas of the Word) about a futile relationship 
between a poet and words. The poem fails to follow the traditional structure 
of the qasida and perhaps was an attempt by Delmar to dialogue with her Arab 
past or reimagine this traditional Arab poetic from her home in the diaspora.
Delmar’s poetry also presents similarities with Northern mahjari writers. 
Perhaps, this influence first arrived through the celebrated writer Khalil Gi-
bran, whom Delmar met through her mother and whom she herself considered 
“a prophet” (Krakusin, 2003, p. 96). Northern mahjari authors were keenly 
interested in Eastern religions and mysticism (Ludescher, 2006, p. 96). In the 
capitalist and materialist-driven environment of the United States, diametrically 
opposed to their rural life in Lebanon, mahjari writers showed resistance by 
relying on the spirituality of the East (Badawi, 1976, p. 180). Two Colombian 
scholars, Maria Mercedes Jaramillo and Betty Osorio (2003), have proposed 
the influence of Sufism in the work of Delmar. Following their argument, the 
poetry of Delmar is rich in symbolic vocabulary that connects to the senso-
rial world and to consciousness, thus forging a connection with the mystical 
Islamic tradition that seeks perfection through the enlightenment of the spirit 
and the awakening of the senses (p. 18). Nevertheless, in an interview, Delmar 
dismissed a conscious study of Sufism and a direct influence of Arab litera-
ture in her work, and argued that if it existed at all, it responded to an imprint 
of Islamic mysticism embedded in her Arab blood (Krakusin, 2003, p. 97). 
Nonetheless, Delmar’s poetry is consciously -or unconsciously- infused with 
Oriental mystical images and Sufi imprints, such as solitude, beauty, the sea 
and its quality of oneness, universal love, displacement, death, return, tem-
porality, existence, and the missing loved one (Jaramillo & Osorio, 2003). This 
influence of Sufism or Eastern spirituality responded to the shared feelings of 
estranged émigré writers and to the organic principles of the literature of the 
mahjar, which Delmar represented nevertheless decades after the appearance 
of traditional mahjari texts and schools in the Americas.
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Nostalgia, another organic principle of mahjari literature, is also recurrent 
in Delmar’s work. During an interview, the poet recognized that nostalgia was a 
characteristic of her ‘immigrant race’ and a ‘ghost’ that ran through her veins; 
that her forefathers never ceased longing for the lost homeland; and that the 
Orient expressed itself through her ancestors, who infiltrated naturally in her 
images and words (Krakusin, 2003, pp. 94-9). Nostalgic traits in Delmar’s 
poetry were commonly perceived by her readers and fellow poets. In a letter 
sent in 1983 by Jaime Jaramillo Escobar (1932-), a prominent Colombian poet 
and essayist, to Delmar, he expressed how he was ‘magically’ transported by 
her poetry to a country (Lebanon) whose refined spirit lived in her verses and 
that he felt was far from the weapons that fought for its land and power (Osorio 
& Jaramillo, 2009, p. 139).
In a remarkably different tone and in line with another principle of the 
literature of mahjar, namely the desire for freedom, Delmar included in her 
collection Reencuentro a eulogy for the Palestinian female militant, Leyla Khaled 
(Delmar, 1981, p. 11). In this poem, she speaks to Leyla and wonders about 
her fate. She proposes an apologetic view of Khaled who, in search for her 
freedom and in Delmar’s words, is oppressed, segregated, and dispossessed. 
She laments how Leyla Khaled’s childhood was ‘broken’ and how the ‘winds 
of exile’ entered her home, forcing her to ‘carry the homeland on her back’ and 
‘wander in her guerrilla destiny across cities and deserts’. From one diaspora/
exilic dwelling to the other18, and in a language that her recipient would not 
understand, Delmar forged a transnational connection and showed a renewed 
sense of solidarity and patriotism, embodied and immortalized in a poetic and 
nostalgic eulogy. Her work is certainly lengthy and deeply intertwines her two 
homelands. Her poetry conveyed her Caribbean and Arab identities, she wrote 
her ‘Arabness’ in Spanish, and with a poetic voice expressed the most impor-
tant characteristics of her Arab identity: nostalgia, the missing homeland, and 
nationalism. This debate was extended to literature by Delmar, who in her 
poetry remembered her forefathers’ journeys, and an idealized and Oriental-
ized homeland that was equally far from her as the Arabic language yet close 
enough to be expressed once she found her poetic voice.
18 Leyla Khaled lived in exile in Lebanon and Jordan. She secretly visited Barranquilla, but Del-
mar was only informed after Khaled left the city (Osorio & Jaramillo, 2009, p. 143). 
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conc lu s i on :  r em emb e r i ng  th e  lo s t 
a nd  wr i t i n g  th e  n ew  home land ( s )
This preliminary review of two examples of the literature of the Colombian 
mahjar provides information regarding the cultural, social, and literary di-
mensions of this population that still remains understudied in comparison 
to other Arab diasporas in the Americas or in contrast to other aspects of the 
history of the colombo-árabes. Unión magazine and the poetry of Meira Delmar 
demonstrate the rather late appearance but nonetheless important cannon of 
immigrant literature in Colombia. The question of whether any Colombian 
Arab intellectual before Delmar attained the fame and prominence of other 
North and South American mahjari figures in the first half of the twentieth 
century, like Khalil Gibran, is yet to be answered and requires extensive ar-
chival research, in both Colombia and the Arab Middle East.
For the Arab immigrants in Colombia, the Unión magazine was key in chan-
neling and addressing the stages of cultural dislocation; in offering a voice from 
their subaltern positionality; in expressing the longing for the lost and ideal-
ized homeland; in challenging exclusion from mainstream media by creating 
their own media outlet; and in proposing a strategy of insertion rooted in the 
ideals of transnationalism found in al-Andalus, a common ground between 
the Hispanic adoptive society and their Middle Eastern homelands. Delmar 
appears in this integration stage, and most of her poetry conveys universal 
feelings such as love and loneliness, and only a handful of poems published in 
her fifth book onwards transmit her ‘Arabness’, which is accounted for through 
a Colombian Arab identity where the ‘Arab’ characteristic is a descriptor of 
the real essence; the act of being Colombian. Also, the analysis of the texts in 
this work show the historical and literary connections between the Nahḍa and 
the mahjar; in other words, the values of the Nahḍa clearly influenced mahjari 
writings in the Americas for decades, and these writings shaped in turn host 
societies and home countries.
As shown, the development of a mahjari school in Colombia at the time 
of the emergence of São Paulo and New York as centers of the Southern and 
Northern mahjar failed to occur. The dire conditions found in Colombia upon 
arrival by these immigrants embodied in the underdeveloped infrastructure 
of the country, civil wars, and constant political crisis, possibly hindered the 
artistic, social, and cultural production of this community in the early twen-
tieth century. Nevertheless, their intellectual development was possible after 
the Arab diaspora in Colombia attained economic stability represented not 
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only in their industrial accomplishments but also by the opening of social 
clubs, ultimately allowing social integration and political participation. How-
ever, diverse generations of Arab descent writers with national recognition 
born in Colombia including, for example and not limited to, Meira Delmar, 
Giovanni Quessep, Raúl Gómez Jattin, and Jorge García Usta have failed to 
organize themselves around a leader or under a literary union. They are, in 
their own right, mahjari authors for belonging to the Arab diaspora, and be-
cause their literature shows the transcendence of the organic principles of the 
mahjar, it is possible to propose the existence of a post-mahjari generation of 
Colombian Arab poets. Analyzing their oeuvre and the works of other emerg-
ing Colombian Arab authors surely exceeds the scope of this work, neverthe-
less it is worthwhile as a way to reconstruct the social and cultural politics of 
this diaspora, and show how they continue to reimagine their identities until 
present day.
In sum, a sequence of historical events with far reaching effects can be 
explored through the literature of the mahjar. Firstly, the decaying Ottoman 
Empire and the intracommunal and sectarian fighting that ensued from its 
prolonged rule over the Arab Levant and European interference that began 
with France in Mount Lebanon in the late nineteenth century, promoted the 
massive migration of one third of the total population in Greater Syria to 
the Americas and Egypt between 1880 and 1914 (Khater, 2001, p. 8). These 
immigrants in the mahjar settled indecisively in their new diaspora dwellings 
due to continuing conflict and different variants of colonialism in the Middle 
East over the decades and until present day. The literary production of the 
immigrants was in turn influenced by the ideals of liberation and moral im-
provement of the Nahḍa, therefore presenting common tropes and principles 
such as nostalgia, longing, belonging, and nationalism. These writers contrib-
uted to creating and remembering specific images of their places of origin. 
Their works remain as manifestos of the political and social turbulence of 
their homelands, and also of the challenges faced vis-à-vis their new realities 
in the Americas. Therefore, the careful study of these writings contributes 
greatly to comprehending other aspects of the migratory experience, and to 
unpacking their strategies and motivations to seek integration and assimila-
tion in their host societies.
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